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Construction of the Reporter
Andie Tucher
Just a few years before the Civil War, in a beer cellar just a stone’s throw from 
the assembly hall where the polka had been danced in New York City for the 
fi rst time, began a turning point in the social construction of the reporter.
Historians interested in the development of journalism as a profession 
generally agree on two other landmarks that bracket that one. The reporter 
himself, they agree, was born in the 1830s (the reporter herself generally 
came later) as a necessary agent of the new urban penny press, which was 
redefi ning the idea of “news” to mean not the customary commercial or 
partisan intelligence but rather gathered information about everyday life that 
was timely, accurate, independent, enterprising, and commercially valuable. 
Most also agree that the reporter began to take on many of the generally 
accepted sociological characteristics of a professional in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, when journalists joined the members of other 
emerging vocations such as law, medicine, and teaching in the widespread 
effort to identify, organize, and control the distinctive bodies of knowledge, 
codes of behavior, and modes of inquiry that set them apart from ordinary 
people. For journalism, and for journalists, objectivity became the ideal that 
not merely defi ned the profession but actually legitimated it—a somewhat 
desperate measure, as Michael Schudson has argued in his infl uential study, 
or at least a defensive one, taken in response to the increasingly clear 
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understanding that overcoming subjectivity in presenting the news was not 
actually possible.1 
While those two landmarks are generally accepted without dispute, the 
one I propose is somewhat more contentious. In fact, Schudson explicitly 
rejects the notion that the Civil War marked a “turning point” in American 
press history, arguing that “It did not ‘turn’ the direction of journalism; its 
impact was to intensify the direction in which journalism had been turning 
since the 1830s.”2 Yet while I agree that the tactics and techniques used 
by reporters for gathering the news did not materially change during the 
war era, I contend that the journalists’ sense of themselves and their work 
did. For the fi rst time, people engaged in everyday newsgathering were 
making an effort to craft their public image, to present to the world their 
own picture of who reporters were, what reporters did, and why the public 
should care. For the fi rst time, some journalists—a small group of them, to 
be sure, though among them were some of the most infl uential practitioners 
on some of the largest-circulation papers of the day—were not just doing 
their job of reporting but were also writing about their job of reporting, 
making explicit claims about their rights and responsibilities as narrators of 
the nation’s stories. Journalists were, in other words, beginning to think of 
and present themselves as a class apart—as professionals.
In books intended for a mass audience they recorded what they 
thought about the work they did. They pictured themselves as a special 
kind of person, doing a special job in a particular way that others could 
not manage, with privileges and obligations that others did not share, and 
that provided a public service crucial to the well-being of the citizenry. At 
the same time, newspaper writing, at least for the fl agship metropolitan 
press, was taking clear shape as something different from other kinds of 
literature, the newspaper as the exclusive and appropriate home for this 
kind of writing, and the journalist as the kind of writer most particularly 
suited for this work. In fact, journalists were seeking a double distinction, 
differentiating themselves not just from ordinary people but also from the 
many other kinds of authors—novelists, playwrights, poets—who were also 
struggling to defi ne themselves as skilled professionals. Like those literary 
writers, journalists were concerned with the most basic components of 
professional recognition: Would they be adequately paid? Would they be 
respected as possessors of a talent not everyone had? But the particular 
kind of writing they did—the construction, every day, through the use of 
special interpretive techniques and while abiding by certain standards, of a 
picture of the world that readers would endorse as factually accurate and 
accept as true-to-life—required building a rather complex and collaborative 
relationship with their public in which not just questions of recognition and 
pay but also such classic professional issues as social authority, credibility, 
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duty, and trust loomed large. And if in the twentieth century the professional 
journalist would learn to submerge his or her self in the impersonal and 
unemotional guise of the objective witness, it was here, during and after the 
Civil War, that journalists began to construct the self that would later have 
to be submerged. 
It is not incidental that one recurring and highly symbolic motif in 
both the self-construction and the later submersion was beer. Even more 
signifi cant is that some of the most alarmist members of what became in 
effect a teetotaler party were journalists themselves, who deployed (and 
sometimes exploited) that motif with all the anxiety and shrewdness of 
a temperance-meeting orator. Tracing the buoyant rise and swift fall of 
the particular kind of reporter known as the Bohemian offers a look into 
the often bumpy development of the profession, and the perception, of 
journalism.
The beer cellar where it all began was Pfaff’s, a raffi sh place established 
in 1856 at the corner—or rather under the corner—of Bleecker Street 
and Broadway in Manhattan, which was then part of the entertainment 
district. It soon became the haunt of a circle of young writers and other 
artists who were consciously trying to emulate the jauntily threadbare and 
proudly unconventional lives of the Parisian artists portrayed by Henri 
Murger in his recent novel Scènes de la vie bohème, which gave the image 
of the “Bohemian” to the world and would later inspire Puccini’s opera La 
bohème. 
The title of King of New York’s Bohemia belonged by acclamation to 
Henry Clapp, a reformer and Fourierist who had actually lived for some 
time in Paris. In 1858 he founded a weekly journal of literature, criticism, 
and the arts called the Saturday Press, whose devotion to the continental 
style he proclaimed as early as the third issue with the initial installment 
of a six-part serial called “A New Portrait of Paris Painted from Life” 
and written by himself. The paper was, recalled its managing editor long 
afterward, “piquant, satirical, pugnacious, often fraught with quips and 
jibes relative to unworthy reputations of the hour, and, likewise, it must 
be admitted, sometimes relative to writers who merited more considerate 
treatment.”3
Clapp championed Walt Whitman, introduced Mark Twain to eastern 
readers, and valued the feuilleton above all other kinds of work and the bon 
mot above all other kinds of word. Ambitious young writers throughout the 
country were soon lusting for publication in his periodical. Clapp was also, 
in classic Bohemian style, chronically penniless, hiding from his creditors 
and unable to pay his contributors. Forced to suspend the struggling paper 
in December 1860 after just two years, Clapp revived it shortly after the 
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end of the war, announcing that he had stopped it “for want of money” and 
would now “revive it … for the same reason.”4 It didn’t last long that time 
around either. 
Most of those cellar Bohemians are forgotten today. While the Bohemian 
sensibility demanded that they pursue their art for love rather than money, 
in practical terms the antebellum American literary scene didn’t really offer 
them much choice. The profession of authorship was not yet capacious 
enough to offer more than a few the opportunity to earn a decent living by 
the pen alone, and even the best-known and best-selling authors generally 
had either an independent income or a day job.5 
The aspiring writer’s problem wasn’t a lack of outlets. Throughout 
the 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s, plenty of magazines, reviews, and journals 
offered a home for essays, poetry, stories, correspondence, criticism, and 
humorous sketches—but that home could be spare and comfortless indeed. 
Overpriced in comparison to the English authors whose pirated works could 
be published much more cheaply, as vulnerable as any luxury good to the 
vagaries of the tumultuous economic climate, and undermined by the fading 
but tenacious tradition of the unpaid “gentleman amateur” writer, authors 
simply weren’t paid well, if they were paid at all. A few editors, notably 
George Graham of Graham’s Magazine and Sarah Hale of Godey’s Lady’s 
Book, were bucking tradition by accepting only original contributions and 
paying their authors decently for them; Edgar Allen Poe’s work for Hale, for 
instance, essentially kept him afl oat in 1845 and 1846. And in the attention 
paid by diligent editors like Hale to the quality of the work they published can 
be glimpsed the beginnings of the idea that authorship required a particular 
kind of talent, that practice and guidance could improve that talent, and 
that authors deserved pay and respect commensurate with their talent—in 
short, the idea of professionalism as it applied to the belles lettres.6
But while the idea of a profi t-making author was no longer preposterous 
in a few quarters, the reality was rare. Even the liberal Hale rarely paid 
beginning writers, and in 1852 one of her own female contributors warned 
would-be sister authors that there were only “perhaps ten or twelve ladies in 
our own country who have adopted literature as a profession,” only six of 
whom, with incessant industry, “realize a comfortable, barely comfortable, 
income.” Nor were the odds any better for the male sex, at least according to 
Horace Greeley in his reply to an aspiring poet who, after getting published 
in the story paper Brother Jonathan, wrote seeking the editor’s advice about 
coming to New York to make his fortune as a writer. “Alas! my friend,” 
Greeley wrote young H. Hubbard of Chenango County in upstate New 
York, “you know not what it is that it is [sic] wanted of men who live by 
literary labor here.… There are a thousand at least in this city who can write 
very good prose or verse … while there are not fi fty who can earn their 
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bread by it.… I don’t believe there is a loaf of bread to be got here by mere 
good writing once a year.”7
If the profession of authorship was minuscule in the antebellum period, its 
subset, the profession of journalism, had no coherent shape at all, sheltering 
under its ample umbrella an enormous variety of practitioners united by no 
other common bond than their association with a recurrent and ephemeral 
form of print. In an era when political parties depended heavily on the 
newspapers they themselves established and funded to rally their supporters 
and advance their political goals, many a person who rejoiced in the title 
“editor” functioned less as a man of letters than a political activist—“his 
party’s principal spokesman, supplier of ideology, and enforcer of discipline 
… the party’s face and voice.”8
The “reporter,” meanwhile, was virtually unknown outside of the biggest 
cities. A handful of Washington papers maintained staffs of accomplished 
stenographers to take notes of proceedings in the halls of Congress, and the 
urban commercial papers used a variety of tactics, technologies, and energetic 
assistants to rush the very latest fi nancial intelligence to the merchants and 
bankers who relied on them. Most dependent on reporters—in fact rooting 
their very identities in their need for reporters—were the big-city penny 
papers, chief among them the Sun, the Tribune, the Herald, and the Times 
of New York, all of them founded between 1833 and 1851. In a break with 
tradition, the penny editors fashioned their papers for the general urban 
public rather than the elite merchants and political men. Freeing themselves 
from both the trammels and the security of partisan funding, they relied for 
their profi ts on sales and advertisements alone, and gambled that they could 
attract a mass audience among the middle-class and working-class city-
dwellers who had never before found newspapers particularly important 
to their lives or well-being. Boasting that they printed “all the news of the 
day,” the penny editors focused on the kind of local and human-interest 
stories that had never before been considered worthy of enshrinement in a 
newspaper and began hiring stables of active young reporters whose job it 
was to go out, fi nd those stories, and write them up. Indecent, sensational, 
or intrusive they may sometimes have been, at least in the eyes of some 
disapproving observers, but they were also commercially valuable, as tens 
of thousands of readers swiftly learned to enjoy the breezy up-to-the-minute 
narratives about everything from the prize fi ght to the Fifth Avenue costume 
ball to the mysterious murder in an elegant house of prostitution. And as 
the idea caught on and spread to other big cities, the more successful papers 
began to send their reporters farther and farther afi eld and to compete more 
and more vigorously to get the news fi rst.9
But not even the most breathless penny papers restricted their columns to 
the news their reporters tracked down and brought in; they also opened their 
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pages wide to poetry, stories, and other belles lettres, which they saw not as 
mere entertainment but rather as engines of refi nement and enlightenment 
that were just as deserving of column inches as the latest happenings in the 
police court, the circus, and the streets. In so doing, they were embracing 
yet another style of newspaper journalism, one most characteristic of the 
country and local press, which itself was following in the tradition of 
the magazine. The hundreds of newspapers issued in towns, villages, and 
hamlets across the country—1,902 of the 2,302 titles published in 1850 
were weeklies, the classic format for the small-circulation paper—tended 
to be precariously shoestring, highly collaborative, generally hospitable, 
and notably miscellaneous enterprises.10 Except for the editorial columns, 
which generally bore the strong and often partisan imprint of the editor 
himself, the typical local newspaper sang with a haphazard multitude of 
voices, genres, and styles—and because it usually came out weekly, its song 
was much more frequent and its need for content much more relentless than 
the typical monthly magazine’s.
For these papers, news was not stuff that was gathered with deliberation 
by people who were paid for that purpose; rather it was stuff that came in, 
information and entertainment and whatever else turned up that could fi ll 
those yawning column inches and appeal to the widest possible variety of 
readers’ tastes. Messages from the president and political fare from party 
functionaries adjoined international affairs and market intelligence, which 
lay adjacent to the local laws, which appeared next to paragraphs about 
tragic accidents or odd natural phenomena copied from the exchange papers, 
which bumped up against jokes, short stories, farming tips, letters from 
travelers, historical essays, biographical sketches of great men, homilies, tall 
tales, comic dialogues, and “a few lines” that had been slipped under the 
editor’s door by a blushing versifi er.11
In this universe the “reporter” was completely unnecessary and generally 
unknown; anyone, it seemed, could wend his or her way into the newspaper. 
Sometimes it took no skill more special than being in the right neighborhood. 
In the spring of 1836 readers as far away as Vincennes, Indiana, found 
themselves indebted to the “politeness of a gentleman at San Augustine” 
in Texas for informing them via a daisy-chain of exchange papers of the 
disaster at the Alamo. Nor was audacity particularly necessary. Even an 
aspiring young poet hiding behind the appropriate alias “Freshman” could 
gain an audience with the local editor, which is how Franc Wilkie, who 
would go on to journalistic fame in New York and Chicago, got his start on 
the Schenectady Evening Star.12 
In 1931, Constance Rourke, pondering her discovery that most American 
comic writing, especially in the antebellum period, took the form of the 
short, fragmentary sketch rather than the full-length tome, argued in her 
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infl uential American Humor that the short format was the embodiment 
of some massive imperfection in American culture, some embarrassing 
immaturity, some incapacity to fully articulate an organic native tradition 
that would merit the weighty Old-World respectability of the novel.13 
Perhaps. But a case could also be made that Seba Smith, Augustus Baldwin 
Longstreet, George Washington Harris, and other antebellum humorists 
wrote short sketches not because they couldn’t think of anything longer but 
because they couldn’t readily publish anything longer. 
The enormous fi nancial risks and expenses faced by the infant American 
book-publishing industry tended to seal its transoms nearly airtight against 
the unproven aspirant, especially one offering something as frivolous as 
a humorous piece. Important literary journals like the Knickerbocker and 
the Southern Literary Messenger oozed out just once a month. But even 
an unknown author with neither resources nor leisure could cherish a 
reasonable hope of breaking into print in the ubiquitous, frequent, cheap, 
and hungry medium of the local or specialized newspaper. Many of the 
most successful humorous books of the period, among them Smith’s Major 
Downing Papers, Longstreet’s Georgia Scenes, Mortimer Thomson’s 
Doesticks: What He Says, George Derby’s Phoenixiana, Henry Wheeler 
Shaw’s Josh Billings, Hiz Sayings, and Harris’s Sut Lovingood Yarns, had 
been published between covers only after the authors had proved their 
popularity, and their profi tability, with those “fragmentary sketches” that 
precisely conformed to the columns of a newspaper.14
So it wasn’t their insouciance about money that made the Bohemians 
at Pfaff’s unique. Nor was it their very public devotion to arts and letters; 
America had had literary circles before, notable among them the crowd 
around Lewis Gaylord Clark’s sophisticated Knickerbocker magazine. It 
wasn’t even their unconventionality, which, though strenuous, did seem to 
observe some limits. By 1860, when the tremulously young William Dean 
Howells made a pilgrimage to Pfaff’s, its habitués had become so notorious 
that even some of Howells’s neighbors in faraway Ohio knew their names. 
But when Howells fi nally descended into the cellar, the “brevet Bohemian” 
confessed himself disappointed by how “slowly” the alleged orgy was going 
and how pale were the traces of the “fearful debauch” reportedly survived by 
several of its members. (It was ridiculous for Howells to speak of debauchery 
at all, grumbled one ex-Bohemian years afterwards; since “revelry requires 
money,” most of the writers at Pfaff’s couldn’t afford to be sots.)15 This 
would not be the last time in the social construction of the journalist that 
beer loomed more important as a symbol than as an intoxicant.
What distinguished the Pfaff’s group was the same trait that characterizes 
Bohemian bands in general: their shared conviction that they were different 
from everyone else around them. Taken together, their insouciance about 
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money, their devotion to their art, their unconventionality, and of course 
their talent made them feel radically, irremediably not like other people even 
as they were like each other, a community apart, exclusive and close-knit 
and special, enjoying a “sentiment of fraternity,” recalled one years later, 
“such as I have not since observed.”16 It was their membership in a small, 
gifted, unorthodox, and borborygmic band that gave them their deepest 
sense of themselves.
This agglutination of beery artistic types was more a community than a 
profession, but included in the community were some members in a position 
to carry its sense of exclusivity, fraternity, and dedication into the writing 
they did for more stable if still minuscule pay. Drawn into the group at 
Pfaff’s were other bright young writers who contributed to Clapp’s Saturday 
Press (or wished they did) at the same time that they wrote, as either staffers 
or stringers, for the big newspapers. The roster of those regulars varies 
from teller to teller, most of them reverently naming the same “leading 
lights” who have never been heard of since—Ned Wilkins, the Herald’s 
drama critic, who died young, generally heads the list—but most of them 
wrote for either the Herald or the Tribune. In fact, the Tribune, widely read 
throughout the northern states and renowned for its literary heft and moral 
seriousness as well as for the eccentricities of its editor, Horace Greeley, 
quickly earned a reputation as a nest of Bohemianism—a reputation that 
Charles T. Congdon, a Tribune writer who did frequent Pfaff’s during his 
youth, would later facetiously dismiss as a “vile slander.”17
Much more comfortable with both the label and the sensibility of 
the Bohemian—in fact, arguably the very personifi cation of American 
Bohemianism—was Walt Whitman, the journalist-poet whose work on more 
than a dozen newspapers in Manhattan, Brooklyn, Long Island, and New 
Orleans had served as his apprenticeship in the techniques of exploring, 
observing, and describing the rude and rowdy bustle of city life that he 
would bring to fl ower in Leaves of Grass. In the late 1850s, fresh from the 
less-than-satisfying publication of the fi rst edition, Whitman found Henry 
Clapp’s support invaluable and the cellar lair the most congenial spot in 
the city to continue his loafi ng. “You will have to know something about 
Henry Clapp,” Whitman told a young acolyte years later, “if you want 
to know all about me.” In the cellar Whitman’s poetry was admired, his 
originality celebrated, his slightly disreputable persona appreciated, even 
his unorthodox wardrobe of open-necked shirts and rough workingmen’s 
trousers relished; it was his radical difference from ordinary people, a 
difference that only they could fully appreciate, that led the Pfaff’s crew 
to make of him almost “their cult,” as Howells later recalled with some 
disapproval—for the cultists, not for Whitman. Still, even a Bohemian, or 
perhaps especially a Bohemian, could understood that bibulous hilarity 
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could not hold the dark at bay forever, that art and literature and sharp-
edged banter had their limits, and during these years Whitman began a 
poem comparing “the vaults at Pfaff’s, where the drinkers and laughers 
meet to eat and drink and carouse” beneath the hurrying feet of Broadway, 
to the vaults where the “dead in their graves are underfoot hidden.” He 
never fi nished it, for reasons unknown.18
The outbreak of the Civil War sparked a general hunger for the latest news 
that made the newspaper an “imperious” necessity of daily life that, as 
Oliver Wendell Holmes put it, “will be had, and it will be read. To this 
all else must give place.”19 It also gave the journalist the role of a lifetime. 
The reporters who fl ocked to cover the confl ict included a large contingent 
from the pace-setting New York press, among them Albert Richardson of 
the Tribune, Thomas Knox of the Herald, Richard Colburn of the World, 
and the artists Alex Simplot of Harper’s Weekly and Henri Lovie of Frank 
Leslie’s Illustrated. There is no evidence specifi cally placing any of these 
men among the carousers in the beer cellar back home, but certainly 
any adventurous New York journalist, particularly a journalist from the 
Herald or the Tribune, would have at least known of Pfaff’s—and when 
Richardson, Knox, and the others who gathered in late summer 1861 at 
General Frémont’s headquarters in Jefferson City, Missouri, chose to call 
themselves the “Bohemian Brigade,” they were clearly and ostentatiously 
assuming the mantle of Pfaff’s apostles. A select few Midwesterners were 
also permitted to join the Brigade, among them the honorary New Yorker 
Junius H. Browne, a Cincinnati Gazette man who had just been hired by 
the Tribune and who would become the most Bohemian brigadier of all. 
Nor was the Bohemians’ self-label some secret password for themselves 
alone. As it swiftly earned the validation of general, and occasionally satiric, 
use, other correspondents on both sides of the confl ict began to associate 
themselves explicitly, if perhaps wishfully, with the panache of the New 
York journalists, and “Bohemian” or derivatives thereof became such 
conventional pen names in papers as remote from the Bleecker Street cellar 
as Alabama’s Mobile Register that the term began to sound almost like a 
synonym for “war correspondent.”20
Within months of the war’s end, three of the original Bohemians had 
rushed into print with thick memoirs of their wartime experiences: Junius 
Browne with Four Years in Secessia: Adventures Within and Beyond the 
Union Lines; Thomas Knox with Camp-Fire and Cotton-Field: Southern 
Adventure in Time of War, Life With the Union Armies, and Residence 
on a Louisiana Plantation; and Albert Richardson with the dramatically 
titled The Secret Service, The Field, The Dungeon, and the Escape. Together 
these rank among the fi rst actual reporters’ autobiographies in America, 
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the fi rst memoirs whose focus was on the special work of newsgathering. 
All were popular, but Richardson’s was a bona fi de hit, selling 100,000 
copies in six years. (He did, however, have a marketing advantage the others 
lacked: in 1869 Richardson was spectacularly murdered within the very 
sanctum of the Tribune by the legally divorced ex-husband of the woman 
he had asked to be his second wife.) More than twenty years later another 
honorary New Yorker, Franc Wilkie, who early in the war had been hired 
away from the Dubuque Herald by the New York Times, added yet another 
Bohemian memoir, Pen and Powder, to the hot-off-the-press narratives of his 
colleagues.21 Together the four books provide intriguing insights into how 
some of the best-known and most infl uential of the Civil War correspondents 
viewed the state of journalism and the work of the journalist—and, perhaps 
even more important, how they wished the public to see them. 
The four works clearly refl ect the varying personalities of their writers. 
Thomas Knox tended to be cooler and more serious than his fellow reporters, 
indulging in much less personal information (about his subjects as well as 
himself) and much more description of scenes and events, and although all 
of his colleagues included him in the standard list of Bohemians, he was 
the only one who did not himself invoke that label. In many places, in fact, 
his writing sounds close to the impersonal and observational style that has 
come to be accepted as “journalistic.” His reserve is refl ected in the paucity 
of surviving details about his life. He himself mentioned that in 1860 he 
had been reporting from the Rocky Mountain goldfi elds for a few eastern 
newspapers, but when war loomed, “wishing to take part in the drama about 
to be enacted,” he traveled east to offer his services to the Herald at “any 
point between the Poles, wherever The Herald desired a correspondent.” 
Franc Wilkie described him as a heavy, clumsy man “given to sarcastic 
utterances,” but added that on a long horseback journey together he “came 
out strong as social, companionable, and genial,” able to recite poetry from 
memory for hours without hesitation or error; Wilkie thought he’d been a 
teacher somewhere in New England before the war.22 
Like Knox, the other three Bohemian authors were all under thirty 
when the war began, and all three left ample evidence of the same restless 
and romantic adventurousness that apparently drove Knox’s fl ight from 
the schoolhouse to the goldfi elds and that seemed the major prerequisite 
for getting a job as a war correspondent. In 1851, when he was just 
seventeen, Richardson left home and the family that had been farming in 
Massachusetts for seven generations, soon fi nding himself work he loved as 
a reporter in Cincinnati. Although he married young, at twenty-two, and 
fathered young, welcoming his fi rst child less than fi ve months after the 
wedding, his domestic duties didn’t settle him down; scorning an offer to 
stay decorously at home as the editor of a Cincinnati paper, the young man 
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went even farther west, reporting from Bleeding Kansas, riding with Kit 
Carson in New Mexico, and allegedly dreaming up the name for the new 
territory of Colorado. An encounter with Horace Greeley in a stagecoach 
eventually led him to a correspondent’s billet with the New York Tribune, 
and throughout his book Richardson emphasized the importance of his 
work and his heavy responsibilities as a well-known correspondent of so 
infl uential a paper. He apparently carried that sense of importance over into 
some of his personal relationships. Although Knox counted Richardson a 
close friend, Wilkie confessed to disliking Richardson on sight, fi nding him 
“puritanical,” a “pedant,” a “prim, formal, precise” man who “assumed an 
air of superiority” because Wilkie was from the country. On top of that, as 
Wilkie wrote long after Richardson’s death, the Tribune man had once tried 
to take advantage of Wilkie’s momentary fi nancial diffi culties by buying 
from him a dispatch he had already promised to the Times—an act that 
the more experienced Richardson “knew much better than I then knew,” 
seethed Wilkie, “to be a grave breach of faith.”23 
Browne, on the other hand, Richardson’s colleague on the Tribune, 
seemed more interested in the adventure than in the responsibilities of war 
correspondence; the attentions of the ladies grace his pages surprisingly often 
for a reminiscence of wartime, and his descriptions of battle, captivity, and death 
often bear a decidedly purple tinge. His colleagues described him as temperate 
in his habits, small and slender, something of a dandy, “cultured, scholarly, 
classical, and a poet,” but also dramatically careless about his personal safety, 
at one point standing “all exposed” on a barge on the Mississippi that was 
coming under withering fi re. He had graduated from St. Xavier College in 
Cincinnati but quit his father’s bank after two years to become a journalist.24 
Franc Wilkie’s early experiences were the most dramatic of all. At twelve he 
ran away from his home in upstate New York, became a driver on the Erie 
Canal, and after being bilked of his wages made his way to New York, where 
he supported himself for two years as a paperboy and match-seller. After a 
brief stint back home on the family farm and some time at a small Schenectady 
college, he moved to Iowa, where he started his own short-lived paper and 
where the New York Times soon found and hired him. He lasted only about 
two years as a frontline correspondent, quitting after the Union victory at 
Vicksburg “satisfi ed” his “Western ambitions,” but he put aside plans to write 
a book about military history when soon thereafter he received an unexpected 
offer of an editorial job on the Chicago Times.25 Though his memoir followed 
the others by nearly a quarter of a century, it was neither apologia nor revision, 
simply a fond account that sounded almost as timely as the others and only 
rarely acknowledged the intervention of the decades. 
Evident in all of these memoirs is the conviction that journalists, and 
particularly the special crew that qualifi ed as Bohemian journalists, were 
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a different breed than ordinary mortals. They worked hard to shape and 
burnish their image as worthy representatives of the Pfaff’s crowd, as rakish, 
raffi sh, irreverent adventurers whose eyes were always open, whose laughs 
were always last, and whose obligations to their art were always held as 
sacred. They “adopted the true Bohemian code of doing the best we could 
for our comfort, and of laughing away the multifarious annoyances that 
were inseparable from camp-life.” They “discussed politics, art, society, and 
metaphysics; and would soon kindle into singing, reciting, ‘sky-larking,’ 
wrestling, fl inging saddles, valises, and pillows”—which “everybody 
enjoyed … except those who occupied adjoining rooms, and possessed a 
desire for sleep.” They were equal to any occasion, writing their dispatches 
when necessary on horseback, on tree-stumps, on the chest of a sleeping 
comrade, under a hail of falling tree limbs cut down by artillery fi re, at one 
end of a gambling table devoted to a noisy game of “Chuck-a-Luck.” They 
strutted and swaggered and tossed off mots as bon as anything Henry Clapp 
ever printed; one Herald man, derided for never having read Shakespeare, 
was said to have replied that he feared the bard “would interfere with my 
style as a writer!” They prayed, but only “in our Bohemian way.” Even the 
most fearsome generals knew their power, as General Sherman showed with 
his response to the (erroneous) news that three Bohemians had been killed: 
“That’s good! We’ll have dispatches now from hell before breakfast!”26
But Bohemianism wasn’t all metaphysics and pillow fi ghts, and the 
serious and important public service the journalists performed also 
contributed heavily to their sense of their specialness. The fullest description 
of that service was offered by Browne in the opening chapter he devoted to 
detailing the responsibilities, sacrifi ces, character traits, accomplishments, 
and fl aws of the war correspondent.
He is at his post to relate what he sees; to applaud valor and merit 
wherever found; to point out abuses and blunders that would not 
otherwise be reached, save through the endless duration of military 
investigations and courts-martial. His duty is to illustrate the 
situation so far as is prudent; to describe the movements, actions, 
and combinations of the forces; in a word, to photograph the life 
and spirit of the combatants for the benefi t of the great Public, united 
to them by blood and sympathy, and who thrill and suffer with the 
gallant warriors, and mourn over and honor the heroic dead.
. . . The ill-starred Bohemian has a most delicate and diffi cult task to 
perform. He must do his duty, and yet offend no one. He must praise, 
but not censure. He must weave chaplets of roses without thorns for 
the brows of vanity, and applaud modest merit without wounding 
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pompous conceit. Every thing is expected of him—impossibilities and 
virtues more than human.27
The reporter, in other words, was to be both human and machine, to provide 
not just a clear “photograph” of combat for his distant readers—this at a 
time when no daily newspaper had the technology to reproduce an actual 
photograph—but also correction, consolation, and applause for his fellow 
mortals.
This unique—even superhuman—role as fi rst-hand observers, inter-
preters, and mediators of the war could earn the reporters no little deference 
and affection, particularly among the anxious families of the beloved “bold 
soldier boys,” as Wilkie recalled, whose “representative and prophet” they 
were. The soldier boys themselves also appreciated the correspondents’ 
unique understanding of the war they’d shared. In his 1888 memoir, Wilkie 
reprinted a letter from a veteran commending a nostalgic series based on his 
old war reporting. “You have so truthfully portrayed events,” the ex-private 
from the 8th Wisconsin wrote the former correspondent from the New York 
Times, “and your pictures are so marked by fi delity that no doubt is left in 
the mind of an active participant that you have been there.”28
But that did not make reporters in any way soft or sentimental; their 
fi rst-hand front-line experiences earned them a hard-edged wisdom that 
stay-at-homes lacked and imposed upon them an obligation to share 
that wisdom generously with those outside their special circle. Browne 
assured his readers that camp life “remov[ed] the romantic idea of War.… 
War bristles with facts—is terribly real, repulsively practical … a reign 
of horrors and a civilized monstrosity.” Although he conceded, with the 
world-weary bravura so many of his successors share to this day, that war 
had its “fascinations, as drunkenness, licentiousness, murder, journalism, 
and the stage have theirs,” it was nonetheless “high time War had ceased 
to be.” Wilkie disabused his readers of the widely cherished notion that 
dying soldiers ever “arranged any of the beautiful sentiments so frequently 
published in some of the newspapers and in a certain class of books. ‘Tell 
them that I have cheerfully given my life for my fl ag and my country,’” Wilkie 
wrote, “is an absurd invention.” And Knox recalled almost nostalgically the 
“coldness” that crept over him the fi rst time he faced battle, and lamented 
that the war “has made us familiar with horrors.… Our nerves have been 
hardened, our sensibilities blunted, our hearts steeled against suffering, in 
the terrible school through which we have passed.”29
Although Civil War correspondents on the whole were notoriously 
overzealous in their pursuits of the exclusive and the scoop, the Bohemians 
at least seemed to hold certain obligations unimpeachable and to understand 
certain limits to permissible behavior—which, oddly enough, may be best 
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illustrated by an episode that was distinctly shady. On March 20, 1862, 
the Tribune published Junius Browne’s masterful account, covering nearly 
a page and a half, of the Union victory at Pea Ridge in the wild and remote 
northwestern corner of Arkansas. The story, attributed to “Our Special 
Correspondent, Battle-Field, on Sugar Creek, Benton Co., Ark., Monday 
Morning, March 10, 1862,” included descriptions of the topography, 
conversations with locals encountered on the march out of Missouri, scathing 
observations on the primitive state of the inhabitants of Arkansas, names 
of offi cers and units, a clear sense of rushing about and action, anecdotes 
of courage and humor, and quivering outrage at the most infamous feature 
of the battle, the Confederates’ use of a small group of American Indian 
troops, who scalped some of the Union dead. 
The article also included very little of the sort of fi rst-person-singular 
observation that was a common and accepted convention for the journalism 
of the time. That showed a delicacy both telling and appropriate: Browne 
had in fact been hundreds of miles from the battlefi eld at the time and 
had created the whole story out of rumor, reports by others who had been 
on the scene, the knowledge of a local man, his own imagination, and his 
understanding of what the offi cers in question would have done. He did not 
witness the battle himself, and while that didn’t stop him from describing 
what went on there, except for the dateline at the top of the story (which 
was probably added by the editors back home) he had professional scruples 
enough to refrain from actually saying that he’d been there. 
Richardson would later expose his colleague’s subterfuge in his memoir, 
but he named no names and seems to have mentioned the whole affair 
mainly to assure his readers that this “Bohemian freak,” word of which 
was probably circulating among the fraternity by then, was the only 
“manufactured” account “by any reputable journalist” to have been 
issued during the entire war. More than twenty years later, however, when 
Wilkie sat down to write his own memoir, he was much less forgiving of 
that “freak.” In what seems to have been an example—rare for Wilkie, 
notwithstanding his vantage point—of a judgment sharpened by the passage 
of time, he assumed the role of something close to an ombudsman: fi ngering 
Browne by name, he called the article “a most remarkable production” but 
also “eminently offensive” and the “cruelest event of the war” for two other 
correspondents who had actually managed to make their way to the remote 
battlefi eld in time and had been confi dent they would have a magnifi cent 
scoop. Strikingly silent on the whole affair was one of those two offended 
correspondents, Browne’s fellow Bohemian Thomas Knox himself, who 
said nothing at all about the episode in his own memoir. We can only guess 
that the most serious and professional member of the Brigade may have 
been honoring a kind of omertà about the fl aws of his colleagues.30
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Browne’s writing on Pea Ridge quietly points up another important 
journalistic trend that was not specifi cally acknowledged by any of the 
four Bohemians but was certainly evident to any careful reader. Although 
Browne followed the convention of the time in freely expressing his 
sentiments and sympathies, he was also careful to couch even his fabricated 
report in the sturdy, serviceable, and straightforward style that newspaper 
readers accustomed to rough-and-ready, on-the-spot reporting would have 
accepted as genuine. “At about the fi rst of last month,” the piece began 
briskly, “Generals Curtis and Sigel left Rolla, Mo., with some seven or eight 
thousand men to drive Sterling Price out of Missouri, his quarters then 
being at Springfi eld, and there were many fears that with so small a force 
our gallant soldiers might be ensnared and defeated by the cautious and 
cunning Rebel chief.”31 
Yet after the war when Browne turned to writing his memoir, a volume 
he evidently intended (or at least hoped) would last for the ages, he described 
the very same battle in a markedly different style. Florid and romantic, 
comfortably familiar in tone to any consumer of Victorian high-style novels 
or spread-eagle speeches, his rhetoric was lavishly decorated with such 
glossy sentiments as these: “Man’s Pandemonium is profaning the holy 
Night.… The stars, too, are keeping watch on the battlements of Heaven.… 
Speak they, or be they forever silent, there are many spirits in the air seeking 
peace that is not of Earth.” The contrast could not be more stark between 
the memoir, its “writerly” tone dictated by Browne’s aspirations for dignity, 
permanence, and importance, and the newspaper report, which derived 
its air of authenticity and authority from its visibly breakneck pace and 
aggressive freedom from airy musing and adjectival fancy. It was precisely 
the roughness of journalism in this era that guaranteed its readiness and that 
placed it in clear distinction to the ostentatious craftsmanship fl aunted in 
the frills and furbelows of “literary” prose. To some long-lived Bohemians, 
however, the evolution of fashions in prose style would eventually bring an 
opportunity for a little double-dipping. By 1894, when Thomas Knox wrote 
The Lost Army, his juvenile novel about two fi fteen-year-old soldier-boys 
at Pea Ridge, literary taste had shifted far enough from the romantic to the 
realistic that some of the long passages of explication he put into his young 
heroes’ mouths included whole phrases and sentences lifted straight from 
his forty-year-old newspaper accounts.32
Another concern shared by all four reporters was the diffi cult position of 
the war correspondent. It was “a most thankless offi ce,” as Browne put it, 
insisting that the correspondent ought to have “some fi xed and recognized 
position in the Army and Navy, or be expelled from both.… There is no 
middle ground.” Knox, too, was troubled by the diffi culties inherent in the 
correspondent’s ambiguous standing with military authorities. In fact, that 
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ambiguity could put the journalist in actual physical danger: Knox himself 
was nearly shot on two separate occasions by Northern troops because 
without a proper uniform he was taken for a spy. But the war correspondent 
could be confronted with less lethal uncertainties as well. Knox would be far 
from the last journalist to point out that a reporter’s dependence on “offi cial 
courtesies” was “injurious to free narration or criticism” concerning the 
very offi cials he was supposed to be covering, and he urged Congress to 
pass laws “establishing a position for the journalists, fi xing their status in 
the fi eld, surrounding them with all necessary restrictions, and authorizing 
them to purchase supplies and forage from the proper departments.”33
Richardson recounted with evident pride his coup in persuading the 
famously journalist-resistant General Sherman to give him an interview by 
arguing that it was not only unfair but counterproductive for the general to 
drive away the “reputable” journalists simply because he was angry at the 
“less worthy” ones who misrepresented him. And even twenty-odd years 
later Wilkie was still distressed that even though the war correspondent in 
general was uninterested in money, acting “from the love of his profession,” 
it was nonetheless unjust that the “scant” reward received by most 
correspondents ranked far below that of soldiers who “incurred no greater 
dangers [and] who endured a less mental strain.” The war correspondents 
“deserve a place in history,” he concluded.34
Lending their words moral weight were the sufferings all four had 
undergone in the fulfi llment of their professional duties. Wilkie was nearly 
killed when he caught a piece of shrapnel in the head. Knox was arrested 
by the prickly General Sherman after one critique too many and court-
martialed on charges of aiding the enemy, spying, and disobeying orders. 
He could have been shot for treason, but in the end he was acquitted on 
most counts. In the months before the surrender of Fort Sumter, Richardson 
traveled incognito throughout the South, sending back dispatches on the 
secessionist movement and facing the possibility of harassment, expulsion, 
or worse if his connection with the widely loathed Tribune became known. 
Later he and Browne were taken prisoner after a failed attempt to run 
the Confederate batteries at Vicksburg in a steam tug burdened with two 
hay barges. Although the rebels often released war correspondents in 
recognition of their special status, they refused to do so for representatives 
of the Tribune, and the two Bohemians spent more than nineteen months 
in prisoner-of-war camps (during which time Richardson’s fi rst wife died as 
well as the infant daughter he had never met) before making a harrowing 
escape through enemy lines.
Thus while each memoir included its share of ripping yarns, pillow 
fi ghts, and vigorous raffi shness, all four also made a conscious effort to 
shape their readers’ understanding of how and why journalists were serious 
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at heart, how they were different from other people and other writers as 
well. The work the Bohemians did was special: it required whole-hearted 
dedication as well as unique skills and character traits possessed by very 
few, it accomplished a crucial public service that was especially important 
in a time of national crisis and that deserved special accommodation by the 
authorities, and it merited wide recognition and respect. Clearly, not everyone 
could do this kind of writing. Not everyone had the ability to gain access 
to the events, gather and understand the facts, and cast them, in the fi eld or 
on the run, in the distinctive literary style that would persuade readers they 
were seeing exactly what the reporters did—in short, to “photograph” the 
war, in Browne’s telling phrase, “for the benefi t of the great Public.” And 
clearly, this kind of writing, this replication of reality produced according 
to understood rules, this news, held a special place within the newspaper, a 
place infi nitely superior to that occupied by the pieces that came in, the sort 
of stuff that any traveler or humorist or college freshman—any amateur 
who wrote just for fun—could produce.
The war thus ended up pressing the group that had fi rst been inspired by 
a Broadway beer cellar into presenting itself to the public as an exceptional 
community bound by intellectual solidarity and working to heighten its 
credibility and social authority in the public’s eyes—arguably the fi rst 
and most basic steps taken by journalists along the long road toward 
professionalization. A century later, television journalists would use their 
imperfect yet extremely visible coverage of President Kennedy’s assassination 
as a “critical incident … to display and negotiate the appropriate boundaries 
of their profession” and to “place themselves ahead of other potential 
retellers, narratively attending to critical events in ways that uph[e]ld their 
authority.” So too did the Civil War correspondents emerge from their 
own critical incident having created a new narrative of themselves as an 
authoritative interpretive community.35
Nor were those the last journalistic steps to be inspired by the war. The 
public appetite for timely and accurate news that was a lingering legacy 
of that time of crisis, the decline of partisan journalism in favor of an 
“independent” press, the needs of a rapidly growing and industrializing 
postwar society, the increasing standardization of newspaper content, the 
rising costs of newspaper production, and the developments elsewhere in 
the publishing industry that better accommodated the belles lettres did soon 
help drive the message home to more and more papers, especially those of 
the metropolitan mass press, that the Bohemians were right. Though many 
newspapers continued to publish a range of miscellaneous and entertaining 
material, that sort of content was increasingly taking second place to the 
news, and the gathering and writing of news as such was increasingly 
reserved for the special kind of writer called the journalist.
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Although those journalists, averse as they were to regulation both 
temperamentally and Constitutionally, were not quite keeping up with the 
lawyers and the doctors and other such specialized workers in establishing 
credentialing procedures, educational requirements, or widely accepted 
codes of ethics and conduct, journalism throughout the Gilded Age slowly 
continued to assume other classic hallmarks of professionalism. Handbooks 
for the aspiring neophyte were published, trade journals for the questioning 
practitioner were launched, at least one press association was founded, and 
no less a personage than Robert E. Lee suggested establishing a course of 
study for would-be reporters at the college later known as Washington and 
Lee. Its main feature, however, was simply the addition of a work-study 
requirement in a printing offi ce to the normal classical curriculum.36
That newspapers, and newspapers offi ces as well, were more and 
more recognized as professional places devoted to important business of a 
particular kind is strikingly demonstrated by the rising spate of complaints 
about the infamous species widely known as the “Editorial Bore” or even 
“the Infernal,” precisely because he did not understand that distinction. 
Busy editors were coming to dread rather than welcome the stuff that 
came in along with the eager amateur who invaded their “sanctum” and 
“intimidate[d]” them, as one country editor complained, with “formidable 
rolls of manuscript … with a request—very much like a demand—to peruse.” 
Other bores would simply loll about the newspaper offi ce as if it were their 
own parlor, reading the exchanges, hanging over the editor’s shoulder, and 
interfering in his business conversations; they would, grumbled Mark Twain, 
“smoke, and sweat, and sigh, and scratch … and never seem to comprehend 
that they are robbing the editors of their time, and the public of journalistic 
excellence in next day’s paper.” As the editor A. F. Hill tried to explain to 
the public, gently, in the entire chapter on “The Bore” he included in his 
1875 guide to the “secrets” of the editorial sanctum: “You may drop in and 
talk to a man engaged in manual labor, and not seriously interrupt him; you 
cannot do so with the Editor. He works with his mind.… His tools are his 
brain faculties, and when you occupy them you take his tools, as it were, 
and scatter them around over the room.”37 The newspaper was less and less 
a refuge for the layperson.
But it wasn’t much more hospitable to the Bohemian, whose heyday 
hardly outlasted either the war or the publication of those three “instant 
books.” Very soon after Appomattox, derision began descending on the 
breed, as well as blame for everything that was wrong with journalism. The 
main article of impeachment against Bohemianism sounds very close to what 
the crew at Pfaff’s as well as their battlefi eld followers had once considered 
their most engaging quality: their disreputable air. Critics called them 
“unprincipled,” derided them as “beery, illiterate, [and] vulgar,” lamented 
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their propensity for the “low and mean kind of suicide” otherwise known 
as drunkenness, and described the term “Bohemian” as “almost always a 
reproachful epithet” and the Bohemian himself as “a person who never 
writes English, who never ceases to carry an odor of bad liquor, and is never 
known to have a clean shirt.”38 The beer has returned as a useful symbol.
In real life the legacy of the original Bohemians was decidedly mixed. 
Many members of the founding crew that had roistered at Pfaff’s had in 
fact surprised no one (and gratifi ed not a few) by dying young, dramatically, 
or both: Edmund Clarence Stedman noted in 1877 that out of the fourteen 
people who had shared a memorable supper at Pfaff’s one night in 1860, 
nine were dead, including Clapp, who had drunk himself to death; the 
playwright and short-story writer Fitz-James O’Brien, whose war-wound 
had led to lockjaw; the humorist Artemus Ward, carried off at thirty-
two by tuberculosis; and the scandalous actress Ada Clare, who had 
died horribly of rabies after a lapdog bit her through the nose. The fates 
of the correspondents of the Bohemian Brigade, however, were generally 
neither dire nor disreputable. By 1888, when Wilkie’s memoir appeared, 
Richardson was dead but all three of his fellow memoirists were involved in 
respectable literary endeavors: Knox had turned children’s author, Browne 
was writing books and magazine essays as well as occasional newspaper 
contributions, and Wilkie himself had headed the Chicago Times’s foreign 
bureau in London, marking the fi rst time a newspaper published west of 
the Alleghenies had fi elded its own foreign correspondent. Other Bohemian 
colleagues, among them Colburn, Simplot, and Lovie, had improved both 
their fortunes and their presentability by either marrying well, investing 
well, or inheriting well.39
The favorable side of the mixed legacy didn’t help raise any reputations, 
however, and the whole Bohemian ideal generally came to be seen as a sort 
of youthful indiscretion long outgrown and best forgotten, more important 
perhaps as a symbol of declension than it had ever been as a symbol of 
artistic unconventionality and adventurousness. And the image of the 
Bohemian journalist continued to present an irresistible target to some 
guardians of culture, the emblem of all the childish things they themselves 
had put away. “There was a vealy period in our journalistic development,” 
wrote the Tribune’s editor Whitelaw Reid in 1882, “when young men, with 
a fl avor of Byron and bad beer about them, prated of fair Bohemia, and 
held it noble to believe nothing.… But the age of fair Bohemia is gone, and 
the seedy, disreputable Bohemian lags superfl uous on the stage.” Even some 
of the survivors of the original Pfaff’s group, like the Tribune’s Congdon, 
could acknowledge that there had been “many excellent fellows and men 
of rare genius enrolled under the Bohemian banner,” while still looking 
back with bemused condescension at the “harum-scarum life … and utter 
disregard of the conventionalities and respectabilities and responsibilities.… 
It was jolly while it lasted, but it could not last.”40
Even some who continued to hoist the Bohemian banner found 
themselves forced to make the sort of compromises that would have 
appalled the drinkers downstairs at Pfaff’s. In San Francisco, the small group 
of “gentlemen connected professionally with literature, art, music and the 
drama” who founded the Bohemian Club in 1872 soon came to realize 
an uncomfortable truth. “The members were nearly all impecunious,” 
wrote one of the founders later, “and it was apparent that the possession 
of talent, without money, would not support the club; and at a meeting of 
the board of directors … it was decided that we should invite an element 
to join the club which the majority of the members held in contempt, 
namely men who had money as well as brains, but who were not, strictly 
speaking, Bohemians.” Yet it was those contemptible money-men, not the 
strictly Bohemian members like Mark Twain, Ambrose Bierce, Bret Harte, 
Henry George, John Muir, and Jack London, who managed to assure the 
“permanent success” of the club, which survives to this day as a bastion of 
wealth and privilege.41
A few journalists did continue to champion the genuine Bohemian life. 
A. F. Hill described Bohemians he had known who were brilliant poets, or 
accomplished linguists, or historians to rival Macaulay, but whose domestic 
or other disappointments had left them drifting and “disgusted … with life 
itself.” Junius Browne, once the happiest of Bohemians, insisted in the New 
York guidebook he published in 1869 that many of his journalist friends 
were still “Bohemians in the best sense.” But he had to concede that they 
had come to “dislike the title because so many unworthy persons have made 
the name repulsive by claiming it as theirs.”42
The criticisms weren’t entirely wrong. No one could deny that newspaper 
work occupied a strange place in the universe of mind-workers: it held a 
natural appeal for persons scruffy or slim of resources, and by all accounts 
it did involve a lot of beer, bad or otherwise. Landing a job on a paper 
generally seemed to require only “brain faculties,” not the kind of training, 
connections, or nest egg that setting up as a lawyer or doctor or banker 
did, while the pay was so meager that journalism rarely attracted anyone 
respectable or responsible enough to understand the importance of a nest 
egg in the fi rst place. In an increasingly bureaucratic society, the relatively 
independent and adventurous work of reporting held a special charm for 
unconventional souls who felt unsuited to both the grind of the offi ce and 
the drudgery of factory or farm. The long and erratic hours didn’t easily 
accommodate a settled home life and family.
And while the terrible confl ict that was so emotionally wearing on 
readers and reporters alike had doubtless earned the Bohemians some 
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license in matters like tidiness and pillow fi ghts, similar indulgences seemed 
much less engaging after the restoration of peace. To an embattled wartime 
public desperate for news of life and death, the daring correspondent who 
went anywhere and did anything to get the story had clearly been rendering 
a vital service. But once the war ended, the disheveled busybody who went 
about poking into other people’s affairs, prying into private matters, and 
coolly interviewing perfect strangers on no more authority than his own 
audacity could seem distinctly less essential to the common good.43
Yet the turnaround in the connotations of the term was devastatingly 
swift and alarmingly sweeping; within just a few years after the Civil War 
it had come to be associated with everything that was disorderly about the 
old Pfaffi an ideal while becoming divorced from anything that was public-
minded, metaphysical, authoritative, romantic, or skilled.44 Whereas the 
original members of the Bohemian Brigade had carefully constructed an 
image of themselves that had climbed out of the beer cellar and emphasized 
their seriousness and credibility, the postwar Bohemians had been deemed 
repulsive and sent en masse back downstairs. 
Public distaste for the excesses of Gilded-Age journalism was wide-
spread—and not terribly successful in effecting much improvement 
or change—but it is signifi cant that so much of the most persistent and 
vociferous criticism of Bohemian slovenliness came from other journalistic 
writers. Many of those critics, moreover, had graduated from newspapers 
to the highbrow magazines such as the Galaxy or Harper’s or Scribner’s, 
which were generally considered, and certainly believed by the magazine 
writers themselves, to be custodians of culture. From those august perches 
these writers doubtless felt their own reputations—their own still-precarious 
professionalism—threatened by the disreputable colleagues who still felt too 
close for comfort. George William Curtis, who often used his “Editor’s Easy 
Chair” column in Harper’s to swipe at the impertinence and vulgarity of 
the ordinary journalist, was an alumnus of the Bohemian-tainted Tribune. 
And writers for the Galaxy, which started up just around the time Clapp’s 
Saturday Press died its second death, included Stedman, Bayard Taylor, 
William Winter, C. D. Shanly, and other men who in their salad days had 
been thrilled to be published by Clapp’s paper—which itself had also come 
to be widely seen as a youthful indiscretion. The Galaxy was particularly 
attentive to the work of other journalists; the critic Richard Grant White, 
whose regular column dealt frequently and usually disapprovingly with the 
press, is said to have written the fi rst article ever to deal exclusively with 
journalistic standards.45
Not only were these eminent men, these arbiters of taste, now middle-
aged; they were also decisively middle class, members of a group that has 
long had a particular and urgent interest in the idea of professionalism. 
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After the Civil War, many middle-class people found membership in the 
newly emergent or newly strengthened professions a congenial answer to 
the double challenge of defi ning their own place in, and also imposing 
some kind of social order on, an urban and industrial society that seemed 
increasingly chaotic and unrecognizable. Members of what Burton Bledstein 
has called the “culture of professionalism” saw their primary goals as 
“earning a good living, elevating both the moral and intellectual tone of 
society, and emulating the status of those above [themselves] on the social 
ladder.” It is not necessary to embrace the whole of Bledstein’s controversial 
argument rooting the culture of professionalism in middle-class egotism 
and exploitativeness to understand why the group of highbrow writers was 
particularly anxious to challenge the standing of so feckless, intemperate, 
and untidy a creature as the Bohemian journalist. Someone who represented 
the polar opposite of bourgeois values had no business claiming the cultural 
authority to narrate the stories of an increasingly bourgeois nation.46
These middle-class, middle-aged cultural leaders, some of whom had once 
sought to proclaim their difference from ordinary mortals, now valued a 
different difference—the bright and important line that divided those writers 
and journalists who embodied social authority and upheld social values from 
those who challenged and debased them.47 Small wonder, then, that they 
distanced themselves from the embarrassments of their own youth as well as 
from the painfully persistent presence of their fellow mind-workers by seeking 
to drown all Bohemians in metaphorical buckets of beer. And the generally 
fruitless preoccupation of this small but vocal group with everything that 
was unruly about reporters nicely set the stage for the twentieth-century 
submersion of the reporter’s self—the Bohemian’s self—into the role of an 
objective witness who may have been doing a task quietly recognized as 
impossible but who was at least doing it sober and wearing a clean shirt.
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